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Joseph Conte 
Seriality and the Contemporary Long Poem (1992) 


Robin Blaser's participation in the "Berkeley Renaissance" that began in the late 1940s and 
carried through the 1950s led to his collaboration with Robert Duncan and Jack Spicer on the 
definition and practice of the serial poem. In the letters and poems exchanged among these 
poets, they speak to their displeasure with the isolated perfection and closure of the well-made 
lyric that was filling the academic journals and anthologies of the time. In his essay, "The Fire," 
Blaser points out that "the beauty of the idea that you can write a single poem" is "a lie" (v). He 
recounts how he and Spicer agreed that the serial poem would instead offer "a narrative which 
refuses to adopt an imposed story line, and completes itself only in the sequence of poems, if, in 
fact, a reader insists upon a definition of completion which is separate from the activity of the 
poems themselves [...]. | like to describe this in Ovidian terms, as a carmen perpetuum, a 
continuous song in which the fragmented subject matter is only apparently disconnected" (vi). 
Blaser proposes an infinite form that resists the imposition of narrative development and poetic 
closure. Ovid's declaration of a "continuous song" occurs in the prologue to his Metamorphoses, 
and thus it suggests the protean shape and fluid dynamics of an ongoing poem. Equally 
important to Blaser is the precedent set by the Metamorphoses as a long poem without the 
narrative telos of the epic. It is also significant that Blaser alludes to the "continuous / carmen" 
once again in his elegy to Robert Duncan that closes Pell Mell, placing Duncan, Spicer, Olson 
and other departed poets in an elysian field of the eternal poem (vii). 


Blaser's preface to Pell Mell speaks to the essential characteristics of the serial form. He tells us 
that "these poems follow a principle of randonnée-the random and the given of the hunt, the 
game, the tour." Blaser chooses the role of the hound over that of the fox; he would prefer to 
pursue rather than to lead. The aleatory nature of the series thus suggests that it is anarchic - 
not that it resorts to total riot, but that it refuses to impose an external order on its subject matter. 
It is Blaser's conviction, however, that the random and fragmented materials of the continuous 
song will eventually reveal their sublime connections. One might contrast Blaser's hopeful 
pursuit to the despair of Ezra Pound when he found that he could not make his epic poem 
cohere. 
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| like Perelman’s summary, although his stronger emphasis on parataxis somewhat reduces 
Silliman’s 1st, 6th, and 7th points; he also revises point 4 to being a function of parataxis, losing 
some aspect of the original “torque” (which admittedly Silliman does not define, other than as 
“increased polysemy/ambiguity.”) (Torque implies, to me, the sense of language turning or being 
turned against itself, which | read as meaning that a new sentence can have its own ambiguities 
that arise independently of its lack of syllogistic connections with its neighboring sentences.) All 
in all, Perelman’s stance here strikes me as slightly more extreme than Silliman’s. 
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Ryan Trecartin: Animation is part of our evolutionary arc as a species; it's still primitive—the 
seeds of a complicated relationship that we're going to have with artificial intelligence. (2016) 


"| still maintain that this song [Justified & Ancient, by The KLF] deserves a place among the 
greatest artworks of the 20th century. Not only is it a brilliant, gleefully daft, wholly nonsensical, 
perfectly ludicrous pop song with a chorus to kill for, not only is it a slyly subversive comment on 
the cynically repulsive old-artist-collaborates-with-young-artist phenomenon at the expense of 
itself, but, self-referential irony and all, it is and always will be globe-straddling pop music 
incarnate. Were a decision reached that all pop music was deemed unfit for human 
consumption and had to be destroyed, save for one song to keep us fickle masses in choruses, 
this would have to be the one, folks." 

Harrison, A., The White Room review, Splendid Magazine 


